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I was free, in a sense; but only in a sense: I was living within the
striped shadow of Chaves. Once in prison, always in prison, was
the motto of those days.
It goes without saying that my late prison companions and their
friends knew of thousands of illegal roads out of France. To be
hidden on board ships was the usual offer. Colossal sums were
asked; from fifty thousand francs upwards. You paid the money,
then on a dark night you were whisked on board a ship and when the
sun rose the rock of Gibraltar was before you. In Chaves I'd seen
plenty of men who tried to get away like that and who had either
been handed over to the police by those who collected the money,
or had been taken on board ships, hidden in holds and starved for
days, and the ships finally took them to Oran or Algiers, where
half dead, they surrendered to the police. Some, after paying and
getting nothing in return, went and denounced the money collectors,
and as a result both parties landed in jail. Anyway, I had no fifty
thousand francs. There was another variety of crooks. They
stipulated a certain sum, no questions, and guaranteed that you
would walk straight into the British Consulate at Lisbon, Madrid or,
nearer, Barcelona. Those big, silent men were rather impressive
when they said you either trusted them or both of you were wasting
time.
It happened that a particular Chaves pal heard me say that I was
more or less one of them, having suffered as they had, and incident-
ally I wanted to get to England to help the cause of their country,
too; so they should make it possible for me to get away. He stared
at me as you stare at a rare bird and said he was interested in money
and not in sentimental talk. I looked for Mathieu, but he wasn't
in town. Jack was too upset by the bad turn his case was taking.
He got six months for receiving; and I know he was innocent. In
that swamp of crookedness I saw no way out. That maddened me
because there were more than a handful that managed to get away.
My vitality was gone. It had remained in Chaves and 1 believe that
was due to rising at seven and lying down at six. The little I had of me
in the deception and the snow was beat in the morning before I got
up. Nightmare was on top of nightmare when I slept. I awoke at
night and panic gripped me as I looked at the window. The shadows
were like bars. If towards dawn a door opened or a key turned in a
lock somewhere in the hotel I rose with a start and was ready to
jump to the door, for at Chaves in the morning you had to fly to the
door. If you didn't bring your clothes in quick enough the warder
banged the door on you and you weren't dressed in time for the
morning walk. Verily, Chaves held on to me.